WASHINGTON IRVING	113
The   same   prejudices,   which   were   indulged  thus
early, exist in common circulation at the present day.
Certain learned societies have, it is true, with laudable
diligence,  endeavoured to  investigate and record the
real characters and manners of the Indian tribes; the
American government, too, has wisely and humanely
exerted itself to inculcate a friendly and forbearing
spirit towards them and to  protect them from fraud
and   injustice.    The   current   opinion   of  the   Indian
character, however, is too apt to be formed from the
miserable hordes which infest the frontiers, and hang
on the skirts of the settlements.   These are too com-
monly composed of degenerate beings, corrupted and
enfeebled by the vices of society, without being benefit-
ed by its civilization.   That proud independence, which
formed the main pillar of savage virtue, has been shaken
down, and the whole moral fabric lies in ruins.   Their
spirits are humiliated and debased by a sense of inferior-
ity, and their native courage cowed and daunted by the
superior knowledge and power of   their   enlightened
neighbours.   Society has advanced upon them like one
of those withering airs, that will sometimes breed desola-
tion over a whole region of fertility.   It has enervated
their strength, multiplied their diseases, and superinduced
upon their original barbarity the low vices of artificial
life.   It has given th-em a thousand superfluous wants,
whilst it has diminished their means of mere existence.
It has driven before it the animals of chase, who fly
from the sound of the axe and the smoke of the settle-
ment, and seek refuge in the depths of the remotest
forests and yet untrodden wilds.   Thus do we too often
find the Indians on our frontiers to be the mere wrecks
and remnants of once powerful tribes, who have ling-
ered in the vicinity of the settlements, and sunk into
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